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The grounds of Yucca Plantation, now known as Melrose Plantation, contain what 
may well be the oldest buildings of African design built by blacks, for the use of blacks, 
in the United States. Although there are eight buildings on the property, only the Yucca 
House, the African House, the Ghana House, the Big House, and the Barn are of interest 
to the Afro-American history of the site.

The following descriptions are taken from the Form 10-300 completed by Samuel 
Wilson, Jr., Architect, for the Association of Natchitoches Women for the Association 
of Natchitoches Women for the Preservation of Historic Natchitoches on 13 April 1972.

1. The Yucca House, said to be the original plantation house or former slave hospital 
is a long, rectangular structure with galleries front and rear, the floor level being only a 
foot or so above the ground. The walls are of colombage construction, a heavy frame of 
squared timbers, morticed and tennoned and pegged to sills and plates, the spaces between 
the timbers filled with mud and moss or animal hair. The galleries may have originally 
extended also across the ends of the house, but have long been enclosed so that the floor 
plan now consists of two large rooms each with its separate fireplace and brick chimney, 
and the end or gallery rooms. The ceilings all have exposed wood beams. Doors and 
windows had batten shutters, with interesting wood barredgrilles at the windows. The 
present gallery columns are peeled cypress logs and are probably not original.

2. The African House Is a unique, nearly square structure, directly in the rear of 
the Big House and may have been intended as a stable on the ground floor and quarters 
or storage above. The ground floor walls are of heavy horizontal, square timbers dove 
tailed at the corners, the piece sur piece type of construction used by the earliest French 
settlers in Louisiana. The great hipped, shingled roof almost conceals the upper story 
and extends some ten feet beyond the exterior walls on all four sides, supported by round 
long struts extending out from above the brick wall to the plate that supports the rafters. 
The absence of supporting columns gives the building a curious umbrella-like appearance 
that is believed to be of African derivation.

3. The Big House is a raised basement type plantation in the Louisiana French Colonial 
style with early Greek Revival details. The walls of the basement story are of brick ma 
sonry, painted. The exterior walls of the upper story are covered with weatherboards, 
and are probably of colombage construction with either bricks of mud and moss (bousil- 
lage between the posts. A gallery extends across the entire front and rear of the house 
with square brick peers on the lower story and chamfered wood columns on the upper. 
The hipped roof, covered with wood shingles, extends over the galleries. Stairways on 
the galleries provide access to the upper floor. The attic is lighted by well proportioned 
dormer windows and is unfinished but accessible by a small rear ladder-like stair. The 
rooms on the upper story are plastered with wood ceilings. The mantels on both stories 
are of wood with rather unusual panneled over-mantels. There is a single chimney. The 

house is only one room in depth with two large rooms on each floor and a small room or
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Coin, a black woman who had been a slave to a Frenchman in Natchitoches and who 
was freed in the last twenty-five years of the eighteenth century, established Yucca 
Plantation near the French and Spanish Catholic settlement of northwestern Louisiana. 
As the mistress of Yucca Plantation, she was a property owner and a wealthy business 
woman at a time when most black women were slaves and most white women had no 
identity apart from their husbands. The African design of the earliest buildings on the 
plantation reflect Marie Therese's independence in refusing to adopt the European 
models of architecture around her and her pride in her African background. The mu 
latto community which grew outside Natchitoches was a little world unto itself for 
many years before the Civil War, and the lives of its inhabitants contradict many of 
the generalizations regarding the colonial and ante bellum South. One rather strik 
ing example of this is the fact that Marie Therese and her mulatto children owned 
slaves. An important chapter might be added to American art history if the many sur 
viving paintings of members of the Metoyer family, which may be the earliest and 
finest collection of portraits of Afro-American subjects in the same family, could be 
collected, copied, and studied.

Marie Therese was the slave of an official at the French fort established in 
Natchitoches. Her date of birth is not known. Parish records show the baptism of a 
Marie Therese in 1742 but whether or not this is the same Mane Therese cannot as yet 
be determined. "Marie Therese" was by no means an unusual name and there are 
several indications that the Marie Therese of Yucca Plantation was born in Africa. In 
1767 she was "loaned" to a French soldier at the fort who paid her "owner" for her 
services. Marie Therese became Pierre Thomas Metayer's common-law wife and be 
tween 1768 and 1787 they had nine children. These children were considered slaves 
and the "property" of their mother's "owner." Pierre purchased the first four of his 
children in 1776, the year of the American Revolution. In 1778 he purchased a fifth 
child and his common-law wife. In 1780, two more children were purchased. The 
remaining children were born after their mother's purchase and were considered free.
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7. DESCRIPTION (cont'dj - 2
i

cabinet at each end of the rear gallery. French doors open from each room to the front 
and rear galleries. At either end of the front gallery a two story pyramidal roofed, hex 
agonal pavillion was added during the Henry ownership period. (1875-1970) A two story 
rear kitchen wing was also added during this period and spoils the effect of the rear facade,

4. The Ghana House is a one story, one room structure of heavy squared logs laid 
horizontally and dove-tailed at the corners like the upper story of the African House. The 
double pitched, hipped roof with wide overhanging foundation consists only of four stones 
supporting the sills, one at each corner of the building. This small building is of interest 
because of its wall construction.

5. The Barn is a rectangular frame structure with a hipped roof which extends over 
the front and rear where it is supported on peeled log columns. The roof is now covered 
with corrugated sheet iron but was probably originally wood shingles. A small storage 
building of somewhat similar frame construction completes the complex of Melrose build 
ings.
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (cont'd.) - 2

Although the Metoyer's domestic arrangement was not unusual for the time or place, 
a priest new to the area was outraged to find the couple "living in sin" and was instrumen 
tal in breaking the alliance up. Pierre then married a white widow and had three children 
by her. He continued, however, to assist Marie Therese and his children by her. He 
helped her with her first application for a land grant from the French government by which 
she obtained 800 arpents (677 acres). In 1794 Marie Therese claimed two more tracts, one 
having 800 arpents and the other somewhat smaller in size. Her property holdings and 
those of her children continued to grow until almost the entire region seventeen miles 
south of Natchitoches was Metoyer owned.

A thorough study of Marie Therese's business affairs is still to be made. However 
it appears that she engaged first in the lumber trade and then in the planting and sale of 
indigo. Her eldest son, Nicholas Augustin, upon his maturity, assumed the role of family 
head. In 1840, his property was assessed at a total value of $100,360. At that time he 
held 2,500 arpents of land (an arpent is just a little smaller than an acre), forty-five 
slaves, a home, two cotton mills, farm animals, and undoubtedly cash assests. Nicholas' 
brother, Louis, left an estate valued at nearly $113,000. Other brothers and his sister 
Suzanne also left sizable estates at their deaths, despite financial depression and the 
decline in the value of the dollar. Dominique's estate was approximately $43,000, 
Joseph's was worth $31,000, and Suzanne's was valued at $62,000.

A free mulatto family of the Metoyer's wealth is in itself historically significant 
but the added feature of their slave holding makes them even more significant. Exactly 
how many slaves the Metoyers owned and how they were treated is still to be learned. 
Technically, of course, all of Pierre and Marie Therese's children, and Marie Therese 
herself, were slaves, since Pierre purchased them as such and to present knowledge there 
is no indication of their formal manumission.

The original plantation buildings which still stand today, Yucca House and African 
House, if not actually built by Marie Therese, certainly must have been built under her 
direction. Their design is clearly evocative of Africa. Marie Therese's grandson, Louis, 
built the large plantation house, now called Melrose, about 1833. He and his family 
lived there until the property was lost through poor management in 1847. After 1847 Yucca 
ceased to be a mulatto house and from that date to the present, whites have owned the 
property.

In 1970 Melrose Plantation was sold to the Southdown Land Company. The furnish 
ings, including Metoyer portraits, were auctioned off to the public and many are now in 
the possession of private collectors. In restoring this property, efforts should be made to
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (cont'd.) - 3

purchase or borrow these portraits so that they can be copied and properly studied. They 
provide an essential aspect of Metoyer history in that they show the people who made the 
history.
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